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Abstract
Traditional education and training methods are not well suited to the task of equipping
the new workforce. Different skills are needed to succeed in an increasingly volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous environment. Arts-based initiatives provide a new model for teaching
twenty-first century job skills by leveraging an emerging arts-based pedagogy as a fundamentally
different approach to teaching, training and equipping a new generation of worker, uniquely
qualified to function in this new environment.
The new pedagogy is based on four arts-based processes:
•

Skills Transfer

•

Projective Technique

•

Illustration of Essence

•

Making
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Implementing an Arts-Based Initiative Pedagogy in a Business School Creativity Course
Section One: Background to the Project
I teach a creativity course in the business school at Virginia Commonwealth University
(VCU), a large urban university. Based on extensive feedback from a number of stakeholders,
they felt our graduating students were not adequately prepared to make meaningful contributions
in the present volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous business environment. Global trends
have a profound impact on the business environment. New competitive and collaborative
challenges reshape business practices, often in dramatic and significant ways. A review of any
credible list of desirable 21st century job skills confirms that some form of creative skillset is
mandatory. In an effort to respond to the challenge of preparing our students for these present
and future challenges, the school of business created a new strategy called Experiential learning,
Problem-solving curricula, Impactful research, and Creative culture (EPIC). As a result of this
new strategy, the School of Business now has an annual artist in residence, an International
Consulting Program, and a required Creativity & Ideation course.
I have taught sections of the Creativity & Ideation course since we first launched it in the
Spring of 2016. Soon after we launched the course, I became aware of the International Center
for Studies in Creativity when I attended the CPSI (Creative Problem Solving Institute) in
Buffalo, New York. While at the conference, I selected a one-day training workshop focused on
the Lego® Serious Play® LSP methodology. Instantly, I was a fan and with the support of VCU,
I became a certified facilitator. I regularly practice this method in my classes and workshops.
VCU selected Virginia Museum of Fine Arts (VMFA) as our artist in residence. The museum
offers a distance learning program that teaches a variety of creative skills by incorporating
various art pieces. Our Senior Associate Dean expressed an interest in exploring the connection
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between art and business beyond having an artist in residence. While doing research to
determine what I was going to do for my master’s project, I discovered an emerging framework
for leveraging art skills to help prepare students for the new challenges that lie ahead. When
students are asked to define creativity, the familiar response is to think outside the box. I am
excited about the potential of this new arts-based pedagogy because it is a fundamentally
different approach to teaching students to think outside the box.
My personal goals for this project will be:
•

To design a new arts-based pedagogy framework that develops creative thinking
skills.

•

To develop an arts-based initiative course segment within the Creativity & Ideation
course.

•

To disrupt the traditional approach to the classroom experience and create an adult
learning pedagogy that is more dynamic and collaborative.

•

To create an effective experiential learning platform that integrates Lego® Serious
Play® and an experience with art.

•

To enhance the VCU – VMFA partnership beyond the current academic year.

My rationale for choosing this approach is to heighten interest and curiosity by using the
arts-based initiatives to create a relevant framework that provides credibility for a new
experiential learning experience. The VMFA partnership as the current artist in residence
provides a relevant and useful new pathway that allows students an opportunity to develop new
skills in unexpected ways. This approach leverages the value of the Lego® Serious Play®
experience while teaching several meaningful creativity skills like empathy, observation, and
creating metaphors. The arts-based initiatives will also involve dealing with relevant business
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applications that are appropriate for students in a Business School setting. For example,
analyzing modern art teaches students to appreciate multiple perspectives, defer judgment, deal
with ambiguity and increase awareness and empathy. There is also a significant benefit for my
department within the Business School. VCU implemented a new budget program that assigns
revenue based on student enrollment in courses. While the Creativity & Ideation course is
required for business students, we have seen a significant new population of students from other
majors taking the course and generating revenue for the department.
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Section Two: Pertinent Literature
When I first thought about this project, my focus was primarily focused on exploring the
Lego® Serious Play® (LSP) methodology as a means of teaching creativity skills in a fun and
experiential manner. Now I am integrating Arts-based Initiatives with a Serious Play method in
order to create a new pedagogy segment designed to teach creativity skills.
The Value of Arts for Business
The discovery of The Value of Arts for Business (Schiuma, 2011) changed the direction
and design of this project. Following are my key insights and observations from the book along
with other relevant resources.
The rationale for this book confirms that global trends are reshaping the business
landscape which is characterized by complexity, uncertainty, volatility, and ambiguity.
“Management, like the combustion engine is a mature technology that must now be reinvented
for a new age” (Hamel, 2009, p. 91). Surviving in this new landscape requires agility and
resilience. In this new age economic gain is insufficient; businesses must now master other
forms of creating value by developing individual creative abilities that engage the heart, mind
and spirit of team members so they may apply these skills to creative problem-solving. This was
once the role of senior executives, but is now a requirement throughout the workforce (Nissley,
2010).
Traditional business skills focus on teaching rationale skills; however, developing agility
and resilience require aesthetic skills. Traditional management practices viewed emotions as a
variable that needed to be suppressed and controlled, rather than leveraged as a valuable asset.
Dropping the tools of rationality opens the door to gain access to a different perspective, one that
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brings a lightness in forms of intuitions, feelings, stories, improvisation, active listening, and a
greater sense of awareness (Taylor & Ladkin, 2009). Reading about dropping tools was
enlightening and reminded me that businesses often hang on to existing practices to their
detriment. For example, Kodak developed digital photo technology but were unable to drop their
core film business.
The arts make an aesthetic experience possible; more importantly, they make it
memorable (Eisner, 2003). “Art invites different answers by teaching different questions from
different perspectives. Arts based training can be designed to teach corporate America about
undefined outcomes, the allowance for failure and risk-taking” (Nissley, 2010, p. 9). Students
experience this in class when VMFA present works of art that are subject to multiple
interpretations. The skilled facilitators guide them through the process by highlighting, then
drawing out these skills.
The author defines three forms of arts-based initiatives (ABIs). They are interventions,
projects and programs. Elapsed time and complexity are the primary distinctions between these
different forms. Interventions are simple and short-term. Projects are more complex, often
involve multiple interventions, and last one to six months. Programs are even more complex,
often involving multiple projects. The goal of these initiatives is ongoing improvement in
business performance by direct or indirect means.
There are many different ABI formats based on the needs of an organization. Training,
coaching, team-building, corporate social responsibility, and art collection are a partial list of the
many formats that are available. These formats are not mutually exclusive. Developing the
formats involves an understanding of how the arts will be deployed in a business setting. There
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is almost an endless number of format configurations based on factors like location and the
particular characteristics of the business challenge.
From an operational perspective ABIs can be divided into two categories, artistic
products and processes. Artistic products are artifacts or artworks from the world of art while
processes are artistic activity like artful creation or artful understanding. Works of art can
involve pieces created by artists and recognized as such by experts in the artworld. These works
of art are brought into the organization from outside the organization or works can be
commissioned by an organization for the organization. The primary benefit of this approach is
observing the works themselves. By contrast, the focus of artistic process is on the activity itself
not on the product. I am particularly interested in artistic process because this form of art
experience informs the work I will do in this project. Using products and processes has the
ability to engage people rationally and emotionally through their participation in the ABIs.
In the literature review I discovered an additional arts-based method that has a supporting
framework comprised of four processes: skills transfer, projective technique, illustration of
essence and making (Taylor & Ladkin, 2009). According to Taylor and Ladkin (2009) while
these four processes are distinct, they do overlap. My project primarily uses the projective
technique process which involves participants building external models to connect and reveal
inner thoughts and feelings, in effect making an artifact. This process allows us access to a
reserve deep within that might remain untapped without this methodology.
The table below provides definitions from (Schiuma, 2011) that identifies four arts-based
processes that inform the framework of my project.
Table 1
Arts-based processes
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Skills transfer

Art-based methods can teach artistic skills
that are transferable to business applications.
Projective technique
The output of artistic activities allows an
inner connection and revelation of inner
thoughts and feelings through art products.
Use of LEGO bricks is an example.
Illustration of essence
Art-based methods may provide a perspective
that might not be available through more
traditional methods.
Making
Making art can provide an experience of
connection and presence.
ABIs activate a learning environment that exploits works of art as metaphors and
analogies creating aesthetic experiences that initiate conversations and learning reflections
(Taylor & Ladkin, 2009). ABIs can address specific management competencies such as use of
body language, ability to intonate the voice, the use of eye contact during communication and
presentations, in addition to other skills such as self-management and the understanding of
complex issues.
There are a number of artistic skills that can be transferred to the business environment.
For clarity, these skills and definitions are provided in the table below. They have been adapted
from (Schiuma, 2011).
Table 2
Key softs skills influenced by arts-based learning
Creativity

Imagination
Risk-taking

Improvisation

Arts can help generate a new perspective by
providing methodologies designed to raise
awareness, stimulate metaphorical and
analogical thinking.
The arts can change perceptions of our world,
provide new frameworks for interpretation.
Play is encouraged.
The arts promote discovery through surprise.
This type of discovery requires taking risks.
Arts teach the process and benefits of taking
risks.
Improvisation requires the tolerance and
embracing of uncertainty and ambiguity by
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Observation

Criticism
Awareness

Flexibility

teaching skills that develop flexibility and the
capacity to quickly change direction.
People explore and experience the world
through their senses. Aesthetic experiences
are all around our world. Artefacts and
activities help shape aesthetic experiences.
Tuning in to these senses is a valuable skill.
The arts can teach convergent skills that allow
the interpretation and integration of differing
perspectives.
The arts can teach self-awareness and selfmanagement skills. In particular people can
learn awareness of their emotional responses
to situations.
The arts can teach people how to be accepting
of diversity, ambiguity, volatility, and
uncertainty. Because art has multiple
interpretations it highlights the need and value
of flexibility.
Playing Seriously with Strategy

Play overlaps with ABIs by transforming the nature of work, permitting the safe
expression of emotions, helping to remove hierarchical barriers and helping to frame problems in
new ways (Mainemelis, 2006). Numerous studies support the notion that there is a correlation
between play and creativity. Sometimes play is directly related to the development of a creative
product, at other times it serves as a diversion. Rather than a set of specific activities, play is
defined as a behavioral orientation to performing activities that facilitate five relevant cognitive
processes: problem framing, divergent thinking, mental transformations, practice with alternative
solutions, and evaluative ability (Mainemelis, 2006).
While all play is not equal, there appears to be agreement that it is helpful in promoting a
climate where divergent thinking can take place. Organizations like Google and Facebook have
designed their offices with space for both kinds of play. Play tends to build trust by the way it
allows for people to relate on a personal level and this is crucial because psychological safety is
necessary when experimenting with ideas and processes (Mainemelis, 2006). Play promotes
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creativity in an organization through characteristics of openness, intrinsic motivation,
collaboration and by fostering attitudes of nonjudgment among team members (West, 2016), All
of the factors I have just referred to are important elements of what Ekvall calls an organization’s
climate (Ekvall, 1996). This simply means creativity must have the proper environment to thrive
and play or fun are part of this environment.
When discussing education in The Republic, Plato defined play as frivolous, the aim of
which is amusement, and serious, the goal of which was concerned with excellence in education
(Roos, 2004). Prior to the literature review I assumed the term serious play was a branding term
used to describe the LSP activity. “The originators of LSP reframed serious play as a practice
that occurs when people engage deliberately in a fun, intrinsically motivating activity as a means
to achieve a serious, extrinsically motivated work objective” (Roos, 2004, p. 237). Serious play
was originally conceived as a new method of teaching strategy development to managers through
the use of play techniques.
This new technique was based on Piaget’s constructivist theory which states that the adult
cognitive framework takes form as increasingly complex logical operations are enacted through
play activities (Roos, 2004). More importantly, Piaget theorized that constructing things in the
world constructed knowledge in the mind. Piaget’s student, Seymour Papert, advocated a
constructionist approach to teaching, simply put, a constructionist approach to teaching ensures
that learners are put together with appropriate materials, in relevant contexts, and with set tasks
directly related to the learning outcomes sought (Bürgi, 2005, p. 80). Both of these theories
assume that action and cognition inextricably linked. “Providing a highly open-ended
construction medium such as LEGO bricks in the setting of a group workshop dedicated to the
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representation of the organization and its landscape meets the conditions of the constructionist
ideal, putting together appropriate materials and appropriate context” (Bürgi, 2005, p. 87).
As a certified LSP facilitator, I create the appropriate representation and organizational
context by designing each activity based on a script format taught during the training
certification process. The methodology involves a preestablished set of ground rules. Everyone
participates, the facilitator will pose a question, all build a model, then everyone shares about
their model and finally each reflect on what happened. All conversation must be directed to the
model, not to each other. Each workshop begins with a few simply training activities to sanction
the time and provide a warm-up for the specific challenges to be addressed in the workshop. The
challenges are identified ahead of time between the facilitator and the client.
Working on this project opened my eyes to another aspect of play. We refer to this
assignment as the Mini Masterpiece project. Students are asked to take any faceplate from a
light switch and then decorate it to reflect some aspect of their personality. The only constraint is
a decorated light switch. Previously we have gathered to view these interesting creations and
had a brief discussion. This semester I added a reflection paper assignment. In the write-up’s
students discussed personal insights, connected this experience to course concepts and they
genuinely seemed to enjoy the activity. In addition to adding the write-up I scheduled the
activity in closer proximity to the first online session with the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts
Distance learning team. Students typically comment favorably about this assignment; however,
this time the reflection assignment connected the experience to the course content which
enriched my thinking and added a new play element to this ABI segment.
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Virginia Museum of Fine Arts Distant Learning (VMFA)
I collaborated with key distance learning staff at the VMFA to help tailor the curriculum
to align with specific course objectives. The staff have domain specific knowledge of art and are
equally skilled in facilitating open-ended ABI skills. Working together, we designed each
session and assignment with the objective of identifying and developing a number of the soft
skills identified earlier in this section. The framework being developed will require multiple
interactions with the VMFA so close coordination will be important. The specific framework
details are discussed in section three. Internally I will be working with a couple of colleagues
who are teaching other sections of the Creativity & Ideation course. We are jointly collaborating
with the VMFA to expand their ongoing involvement in our program.
Our university has a mandate from our all our stakeholders to prepare our students with
21st century skills in order to meet the uncertain, volatile, ambiguous and complex challenges
that are the new normal. The ubiquitous response when asked to define such skills is “thinking
outside the box”. According to Weick (2007) traditional organizations focus on efficiency, study
and scale success, simplify assumptions. In the 21st century decision making is not the concern,
the real concern is making sense of the unexpected (Weick, 2007).
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Section Three: Process Plan.
The primary goal of this project is an arts-based segment within the Creativity & Ideation
course. The initial plan has four separate events, each with specific objectives. The first activity
introduces students to arts-based concepts using a distance learning online video session lead by
a trained VMFA staff member. Collaboratively planning the presentation script with the distance
learning facilitators based on specific outcomes was necessary to ensure alignment. Two works,
No Pictures by Roslyn Drexler and Early in the Morning by James Rosenquist, were selected
and presented to the students. Using Zoom technology, the facilitator skillfully guided the
students to explore each of these works using open-ended questions and facilitating group
discussions among the class members.
Figure 1.

Figure 2.

No Pictures by Robin Drexler

Early in the Morning by James Rosenquist

No Pictures (Primary Title)

Early in the Morning (Primary Title)

Selected Art for class activity

Selected Art for class activity

VMFA Collection

VMFA Collection
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Following the class students provided feedback and assessment of this activity through a
Blackboard Discussion. These discussions help assess student participation in the course.
The second activity is called the Mini Masterpiece project. For this assignment students
are required to obtain and decorate a light switch any way they wish. See the figure below for
the specific assignment language. On the due date students bring their artifacts to class where
they are displayed and arranged by the students. Several students volunteer to describe their
creative process, then they are asked to write three words that describe their artifact. After the
volunteer has written their three words the entire class writes three words describing their work
on post-it notes I supply. Students are then instructed to place their three words beneath their
work. Next students are asked to walk around and explore all the artifacts with the goal of
identifying a few that are interesting to them. Once they find these pieces they write a note of
appreciation using “I like.” as a statement starter. After creating their work, they write a
reflection paper.
Figure 3.
Posted Student Assignment

Assignment posted in Blackboard Learning Management System
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The third activity is a physical visit to the VMFA by the students with a specific objective
of evaluating their visit through the perspective of a unique visitor persona. The design of this
activity will emphasize the business challenge of the initiative. To create a deeper and more
meaningful assignment I collaborated with VMFA staff to ensure the relevance of the project to
the museum and the students. The VMFA provided a specific template for us to use.
Finally, we planned an additional video conference session co-facilitated by the VMFA
distance learning instructor and me. Fast Track Home by Willie Cole was the artwork selected
for the assignment. We planned to integrate the Lego® Serious Play® methodology into the
session. The objective was to build observation and communication skills through metaphors.
Project timelines and goals are provided in the following two tables. However, due to a
Coronavirus pandemic, drastic measures altered the remainder of the semester. The nature of the
pandemic required facilities to shut down temporarily and class formats were altered to online
only contact.
Figure 4.
Fast Track Home by Willie Cole

Selected art for proposed assignment
VMFA collection

24
Table 3
Project Timeline and Action Plan
Project Phase

Action

Planning

Proposal
Approval
Plan class one –
introduction to
art analysis.
Highlight
creativity skills

Deadline

Hours to
Complete
February 3, 2020 12 hours
February 10,
2020

3 hours

Sections 1-3
February 17,
Draft – Add
2020
pertinent
literature review
to concept draft,
make corrections
based on
feedback to
concept
document

8 hours

Sections 1-3
Final –
Incorporate
instructor
feedback

February 24,
2020

4 hours

Plan class two – February 26,
design
2020
assignment
requiring visit to
the VMFA for
an assessment
assignment to
gather feedback
based on student
observations
through different
predetermined
personas.

3 hours
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Plan class three
– the goal is
another VMFA
zoom session
with a selected
art analysis this
time cofacilitated by
LSP facilitator
so students build
models to
respond to art.

Cancelled due to
COVID-19
pandemic

5 hours

Research &
design classes

Cancelled due to
COVID-19
pandemic

15 hours

Sections 4-6
draft completed

April 15, 2020

15 hours

Class one (4
sections) – video
conference with
VMFA
facilitators

February 12,
2020

5 hours

Grade/evaluate
student
reflection papers

February 22,
2020

15 hours

Class two visit
to VMFA –
Completing
assignment
Grade/evaluate
student
reflection papers

February 28,
2020

N/A

March 14, 2020

15 hours

Class three (4
sections) – video
conference

March 18, 2020

6 hours

Implementation
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Grade/evaluate
student
reflection papers

March 31, 2020

Grade/evaluate
student final
reflection papers

N/A last class is
April 27th

Evaluate and
refine methods
based on
feedback. Work
with VCU
colleagues and
VMFA staff

Ongoing

Final Project
Write Up

April 30, 2020

Program
Enhancement

15 hours

27

Table 4
Evaluation and Assessment of Goals
Goals

Assessments

Evaluate the effectiveness of the
initial video conference experience

Students are required to submit a
written reflection paper based on
their experience. The reflection will
be guided by several specific
questions.

Determine the impact of the art-based
initiative strategy

Students are required to submit a
final reflection paper. There will be a
question relating to this strategy.

Study the efficacy of a consultative
assignment approach to the VMFA
visit

Students submit assignments, in
addition to grading some of these will
be shared with VMFA for feedback.

Evaluate the integration of LSP with
the museum experience

Analyze the reflection assignments
and discuss the process with the
VMFA staff.

Share the results with the Senior
Dean and my Department chair

Prepare a presentation and request
meeting to gain support for future
efforts.
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Section Four: Outcomes
Three of the four project events are analyzed using the four ABI processes described
earlier. They are skills transfer, projective technique, illustration of essence and making. For the
first event the primary source of data is the Discussion Board Participation assignment. Students
are accustomed to using this tool to provide thoughtful reflections and analysis based on prior
experience.
First Event
The VMFA distance learning expert facilitated the first in class event. For a number of
students this was their first art museum experience. Some recognized they had a fixed mindset
and needed to switch to a growth mindset in order to fully participate in this activity. The
facilitator was skilled at asking open-ended questions and guiding the class discussion. As a
result, the first event successfully met the intended outcomes. Following are relevant highlights
gleaned from student comments in the Blackboard discussion posts. Following are the
comments organized by the appropriate ABI process.
Skills Transfer
During the introduction the facilitator told the students that the average museum attendee
spends approximately seven seconds viewing a work of art. The facilitator challenged everyone
to spend thirty seconds viewing each selected artwork. Based on the comments, the reflection
time made an impact. By experiencing the value of taking time to observe, to be curious and to
ask curious open-ended questions, students were able to assimilate the value of practicing
deliberate observation practices. Some were able to connect this skill with the design thinking
empathetic step. By modeling this process the facilitator created a bridge between observation
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theory and the practical application of these skills. The second work selected was more
ambiguous than the first, during the initial observation and analysis students were challenged to
make a detailed list of all the items they could identify in the painting, especially noting things
that did not seem to make sense. This time students highlighted observations that were a result
of using critical thinking skills. The process of learning to evaluate and ask questions directly
correlated with the design thinking teaching module covered in a prior class and the students
were able to recognize and comment on this connection.
Students benefited from participating in the class discussion as individuals and as
members of self-selected groups. There were a number of insights, that emerged in the
discussion board after the class. This was particularly evident in response comments to other
blog posts. The notion of building on the ideas of others or even extracting new meaning from
group participation was as a key takeaway. The ability to gain new insights, especially in
different directions, required application of the resistance to premature closing skill. Although
the comments did not specifically use this terminology, they described the definition accurately.
Other skills identified were the need to defer judgment, embrace diversity and tolerate ambiguity.
Projective Technique
Earlier in the semester, when asked to define creativity, most students immediately
responded with a definition that either directly or indirectly referenced thinking outside the box.
Working with art resuscitates pleasant memories and interests; it enables students to make a
connection between a unique kind of serious play and thinking outside the box. This activity
challenges students to put this definition into practice. Participating in this event appears to
activate memories of creative activities that have been dormant for a long time. The experience
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also taps into a deeper intrinsic motivation that appears to create pathways that encourage
exploring creative solutions to business challenges.
Students consistently self-report one of the key takeaways from their experience is the
role of mindset. At the beginning of the course there is an entire class devoted to the topic of
understanding a fixed versus a growth mindset. This first event brings this concept to life.
Numerous comments talk about the impact of mindset. More importantly, in the feedback
comments students discuss how they were able to recognize a fixed mindset and then shift to a
growth mindset. Still others recognize the need to defer or suspend judgment and as a result
were able to shift from initially dismissing this activity to actually enjoying it.
After this initial exercise we discussed the value of self-management skills in class. This
was a rich discussion and based on the interaction and comments it was clear that the concepts
presented earlier were internalized and useful. The language of mindset allowed the students to
become more self-aware and to connect with each other because of this shared understanding.
Illustration of the Essence
The selected works of art were intentionally ambiguous by design. The traditional
business school curriculum is primarily linear. Most of the time the pedagogy is designed to
teach a skill that results in responses that are binary, right or wrong. The lack of specific
meaning in this case was an appropriate source of frustration for those needing to ascribe specific
meaning. Articulating this frustration generated a rich discussion and some healthy debate which
served to highlight the reality of different perspectives. This reinforced the situation and
perspective concept. During a class activity the students learned how situations have an effect on
perspectives. Witnessing the reality of the diverse outcomes generated from multiple
perspectives during this event was powerful.
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Many recognized the effectiveness and skill of the facilitator as she used effective openended questions to probe and allow the class to discover new insights. Using different types of
questions was a skill discussed earlier in the semester. Students connected this and therefore the
session was an excellent review and case study highlighting the value of this content. Students
having previously learned divergent thinking skills, often mentioned utilizing a technique called
forced connections. By associating seemingly unrelated pictures to the task of generating ideas,
new ideas come to mind. Students cited examples of these particular activities. The use of art in
this case brought to mind the forced connections skill set which reinforced idea generating skills.
Generating multiple scenario concepts for the artwork and taking inventory of individual artistic
elements required students to consider multiple situations and perspectives. This type of
consideration reinforced the need for an empathetic mindset. Reflecting on this experience
helped solidify the concepts and demonstrate their potential value for dealing with future
business and personal challenges. More importantly, students referenced earlier content,
experiences, and skills in the discussion board comments.
Making
The nature of this first event required reflection and discussion; however, no artifacts
were created.
Second Event
Outcomes for the Mini Masterpiece assignment, the second event, are based on
evaluating reflection write-up submissions. Following are relevant highlights gleaned from the
write-up submissions organized by the appropriate ABI process. This particular activity turned
out to be rich in outcomes for all four of the ABI processes.
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Skills Transfer
This activity was purposefully designed with a lack of specific criteria and instructions;
as a result, it created some apprehension and stress for many. Upon reflection, those affected
were able to recognize fixed mindset thinking and switch to a growth mindset. In other
instances, it was not a fixed mindset, it was anxiety. In these instances, students were able to use
processes taught earlier in the semester and were then able to engage and complete the
assignment. Mindfulness was one of the skills taught. As an example, we practiced mindfulness
breathing activities. In the reflections there would be a recognition of anxiety and then a pause
to breathe and after that ideas would begin to flow.
Early in the semester students took the FourSight Thinking Profile creative personality
assessment (www.foursightonline.com). Students were able to recognize then draw on the role
of their preference and adjust to different thinking skills as they were required. For example, one
might say they had a Clarifier preference and needed to access divergent thinking skills of an
Ideator. Some chose to use a process approach, like design thinking or creative problem-solving.
In the reflection they would describe the specific steps of their chosen process.
In the assignment, imaginations were actively engaged as illustrated by the wide variety
of creative expressions (see Figure 5); I will say more about this later. Students were inspired by
passions, hobbies, causes, and many explored their own core values. Taking risks was a
significant factor. The thought of creating art aroused feelings of insecurity and concerns about
how personal artifacts might be perceived by others. Being aware of these thoughts and seeking
collaborative support from peers and family helped mitigate these concerns.
Figure 5.
Sample of Student Mini Masterpiece Artifacts
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Sample of artifacts submitted for the Mini Masterpiece Assignment
Those using the design thinking process appropriately started by reframing the problem,
most of the time this was required because of the way they were viewing the assignment.
Reframing required deferring judgment. Once the problem was reframed they were able to view
the concept of the artifact as a prototype that would require an iterative process. This concept
removed the mental block and ideas began to flow. Several described multiple attempts of trying
to express their mental concept using a single product while others bought multiple products.
Different craft techniques were used and modified to reflect their personal vision for their
masterpiece. Collaboration was frequently mentioned as a valuable and helpful resource in
generating ideas or obtaining feedback during the creation of the artifact.
The creativity skills learned reinforced a new and specific language that helped generate
self-awareness, self-management and provided a new way to think about and express ideas.
Divergent thinking skills, particularly use of forced connections, helped with generating multiple
ideas. There were many reflections that compared old ways of thinking, particularly when
generating ideas, to a new and better way of brainstorming. For example, in the past the
objective would be to quickly generate one or two ideas and then implement as quickly as
possible.
Projective Technique
Students were challenged to create artifacts that were reflections of their identity. This
stimulated cathartic reflections based on a wide range of experiences. Hobbies, early education
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craft activities, music, grief, and other memorable experiences were popular choices. Reflections
often focused on the specific process of reflecting and analyzing the appropriate expression or
representation of these experiences. It is clear that this assignment pushed some to operate
outside their comfort zone. but in productive ways. Sometimes this begins with a realization that
self-limiting beliefs and anxieties that have previously been a barrier are now able to be
addressed and expressed. Now, a new language helps identify and offer a way forward.
Engagement requires that we bring all of who we are to our endeavors. Here students have a
safe place to explore this process.
When reflecting in preparation for their submission for this write-up assignment, students
seem to think about what matters to them, their core values. These reflections tend to lead to
challenges that are personal; this exercise helps them address these challenges. For example,
they may use a creative problem-solving process to address challenges like building a house,
restoring an automobile, decorating a home or connecting creatively with family-members.
Many commented on the stark contrast of this assignment to other typically business courses in a
positive manner mentioning feelings of joy and relaxation. The connection between play and
innovation is recognized and reinforced.
Illustration of the Essence
Student reflections that teach an ability to recognize a fixed mindset or judger thinking
and then decisively suspend judgment in order to move to a growth mindset is a significant
validation of a key outcome for this course. Class discussions about critical thinking skills, like
the role of situations and perspectives and how they influence the way we deal with ambiguity,
anxiety and how they affect empathy are often positively cited in reflection comments. As a
result of these new skillsets students are able to suspend judgment and then they learn to take
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risks while exploring significant personal values and experiences in an environment that is safe
and conducive to developing this skillset.
Recognizing and working with constraints was also referenced as a useful approach in
responding to this assignment. Constraints brought helpful structure to this assignment. More
importantly, the constraints were self-imposed through a set of critical thinking skills, not simply
a framework to achieve a specific correct result. Divergent thinking and collaboration skills
were also used to decide on a particular concept for the artifact direction or design. References
to concepts of time and engagement reflected Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state (Csikszentmihalyi,
1996). Students mentioned spending significant time immersed in the expression and creation of
their artifact. This state was achieved in part because they tapped into something that had
significant personal meaning. I talk a great deal about intrinsic motivation and this experiential
activity reinforces this in a unique manner.
Multiple references to the earlier VMFA experience are one indicator that students are
making important connections between concepts and practices within this ABI pedagogy. For
example, lessons learned or observations made in the initial VMFA experience are specifically
mentioned as sources of inspiration in general and particularly useful for completing this
assignment. Students demonstrated significant imagination, a few even assumed the persona of
an art master.
I thought the following excerpt by one of my students was an excellent summary of the
value of this activity. This highlights the kind of self-reflection this particular pedagogy can
stimulate.
Figure 6.
Selected Student Self-Reflection Comment
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A comment illustrating student perspective
Making
For many, working with craft materials invoked fond memories of earlier creativity life
events. For others, there was an epiphany of the unexpected value of a seemingly
uncharacteristic assignment that was so distinctly different than any other in a business school
setting. According to the comments, decorating an inexpensive light switch plate in order to
create an artifact that conveyed personal meaning taught students a way to deal with ambiguity,
increased their confidence level for taking risks, exploring new possibilities, and it helped them
learn about self-management. Making an artifact was an effective tool for guiding selfreflection, reinforcing creative skills and concepts and demonstrated the value of having fun
creating something outside the box.
Third Event
Outcomes for the VMFA Experience Map assignment, the third event, are based on
evaluating assignment submissions. The assignment can be viewed in Figure 7 below.
Figure 7.
Student Blackboard Learning System Assignment
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Blackboard Learning System assignment posted for students
The goal of this assignment was to integrate the fun and playful experience of art-based
skills with the needs and challenges of a business owner. This situation was designed from the
perspective of art as a business, specifically focusing on different customer experiences. The
nature of this particular assignment was quite different from the first two and therefore the
outcome assessment is different due to the fact that the assignment is not conducive to review
using the ABI processes.
This desired outcome was designed to bring a practical experience-based element to the
ABI pedagogy. The VMFA distance learning team provided a specific framework that they were
using for this analysis (see Figures 8 & 9). The specificity of the framework reinforced the
practical nature of the assignment. Realistic experiential assignments enhance the student
learning experience. Student evaluations of prior courses often suggested more realistic
assignments.
Figure 8.
Student Assignment Template part 1
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An example of the assignment instructions
Figure 9.
Student Assignment Template part 2

An example of the assignment template
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Submissions were evaluated based on their completion of the specific assignment
framework for this event. The outcome was to practice observing and evaluating an enterprise
from the perspective of a pre-selected persona. Students were free to choose a persona, and they
embraced a wide variety of roles. Persona, is a marketing term for these types of roles. A
persona is a fictitious person that represents a unique marketing segment. For example, a retiree
is an example of a persona. The purpose of a persona is to view a specific relationship from the
perspective of that designated target audience.
Student insights were consistently relevant to their selected personae. For example, one
persona option was based on the experience of someone in a wheelchair. Using this persona
required the student to be more attentive to details that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.
Their observations and recommendations highlighted many physical limitations that could
potentially inhibit a visitor’s experience to the VMFA. I believe earlier experiences dealing with
situation and perspective concepts were particularly useful in this assignment. Students were
able to observe nuances within each persona that affected the visitor experience and they may
appropriate suggestions to address these.
Another persona selected was a younger first-time visitor. Alternative thoughts and
suggestions reflected helpful insights. For example, utilizing technology to create virtual maps
and tours would enhance the experience without requiring additional staffing. Other examples
were recommendations for seasonal events, more effective use of signage, and alternative uses
for technologies, all to enhance the customer experience. The assignment was designed to draw
out observations and then evaluate existing strategies. Based on the comments submitted in the
assignment, I believe this outcome was successfully achieved.
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Using imagination, especially in the context of evaluating a situation and a corresponding
perspective, was an additional expected outcome of this assignment. There was evidence of both
imagination and situational awareness in the student submissions. Using personae provided a
framework that enabled the students to engage their imaginations and develop stories appropriate
to the persona of their choice. There were some references to the initial VMFA session because
they had been exposed to developing stories by using their imagination in response to a specific
stimulus.
Fourth Event
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic we were forced to cancel this fourth event. All
university classes were transitioned to a strictly online format, and even though we planned to
attempt a virtual assignment, the VMFA was forced to close admission to the public. Although
very disappointing I do have future plans to implement this activity.
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Section Five: Key Learnings
Arts-based Initiatives are effective in teaching transferable art skills that can work in a
business environment. The four ABI processes, which are skills transfer, projective technique,
illustration of essence, and making, are effective and interactive with each other. Their
individual efficacy varies based on the characteristics of the assignment. As an example, the
Mini Masterpiece assignment outcomes provided detailed results directly attributable across all
four processes; however, for the VMFA experience map visit some of the processes did not apply
and the direct relevance was less clear. This does not mean the processes are not useful, it means
one has to plan the ABI pedagogy holistically in order to maximize the observed value. The
second event, the VMFA visit assignment, reflected creativity skills; the meaning extracted from
the assessment observations was more subtle.
As I anticipated, mindset is key to unlocking the value of this particular pedagogy.
Disruption is challenging and incorporating art-based initiatives is outside the comfort zone of
many students. Some struggle to understand the relevance of an arts-based approach in a
business course curriculum. Fortunately, an early discussion on the state of the current education
model, being linear and less well suited for teaching creativity, provided a useful foundation to
help explain the role and relevance of the arts-based initiatives.
Having a partner like the VMFA in general and their distance learning experts in
particular is one of the keys to the successful implementation of this ABI pedagogy. Articulating
outcomes, providing context, and testing ideas all helped ensure that the experience was
appropriately synchronized and it also provided an arc to the story of this particular pedagogy.
The choice of artwork, use of open-ended questions and skillful facilitation added significant
value through a unique experience-based learning model.
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First Event
The first event, the online class facilitated by the VMFA distance learning faculty, is
critical because it must set the tone and peak the student’s interest toward this pedagogy. The
introductory session provided a unique experience for everyone. Some were reacquainted with a
fondness for the arts while others were introduced to this modality for the very first time. It was
satisfying to hear from students who previously had little or no experience with art and were now
taking friends and significant others to the VMFA. Increasingly businesses understand that
addressing the holistic interests of their employees builds engagement. Whether art, hobbies, or
other activities, allowing greater personal expression tends to facilitate innovation and
engagement. The research suggests that art in particular has a great deal to contribute to teaching
transferable business skills. I would agree with this assessment based on an analysis of the
outcomes for the events outlined in this paper.
Through the ABI initiative, students were able to identify and apply a number of
fundamental creative skills. These experience-based activities reinforced concepts previously
studied. The idea of play, reflection and collaboration reinforced the importance of the creative
environment.
In previous classes students worked in small groups to create meaning by collaborating in
order to build a variety of very different artifacts that were used to create metaphors. Making
artifacts early in the course reinforced the value of the constructionist learning theory. This
theory states that we learn by literally making meaning out of what we build in the external
world. Exposure to multiple formats adds credibility to this specific pedagogy and supports the
overall objective of using teaching strategies that are adapted to the unique requirements to teach
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the soft skills that suited to the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous business landscape.
The current COVID-19 pandemic is one very powerful example.
When reflecting, students were able to identify frameworks, concepts and theories
previously discussed. Collaborating and building off the ideas of peers was one of the more
popular skill references. The choice of the artwork was helpful in teaching ambiguity and agility.
Reflective assignments, collaborative projects, and online discussions all contribute to newer
more effective adult learning strategies. I noticed an improvement in student comprehension
based on a comparison of the results of this pedagogy with those of previous semester
assignments.
Each of the selected art pieces were chosen based on the possibility of multiple
interpretations. Students were able to recognize patterns of similarity and also saw very diverse
interpretations. Learning to manage the tensions of the numerous interpretations and then learn
what the artist intended was informative and instructive. Diversity now has new meaning based
on cultivating new thinking skills. Other creative skills like divergent thinking, imagination, and
risk-taking were reinforced and internalized.
In addition to the skills development, this initial activity connected the outward thought
process with inner feelings. This is the definition of the Projective technique, the second of the
ABI processes (see Table 1). Reinforcing skills is essential; however, establishing a deeper
connection is even more important. One of the course goals is disrupting the traditional linear
approach to education. Exposing students to art in a new way is instructive for those who have
little or no previous exposure; it is a unique and new approach for those who may have or may
enjoy art but did not think about the underlying skills, especially skills that facilitate innovation
and creative problem solving. This facilitated event effectively trains students by guiding them
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in the use of a framework they can use to analyze and interpret their experience. This analysis
often leads to a deeper more emotional experience. Sometimes the lesson is self-managing,
deferring judgment or delaying premature closure. This connection and experience are useful in
developing the resilience businesses are seeking. Whether reflecting on past experiences with art
or expressing the need to self-manage, students were aware of inner feelings and addressing
them which is one of the outcomes I am looking for.
Teaching business skills using ABI processes in general and the illustration of essence in
particular provides a perspective that is not available through other methods. Business leaders
and owners, well aware of the constantly changing and uncertain environment, are looking for
students who have the skills to survive and thrive in what is now considered the new normal.
There is even more irony in this statement as this paper is written with the COVID-19 pandemic
as a backdrop. The ABI processes were developed specifically recognizing the need for a new
method of teaching creative skills more appropriately. Recognizing the fact that the average
patron spends seven seconds viewing an artifact and then being instructed to spend thirty seconds
studying the work had a significant impact on the student’s perspective. The value of taking time
to analyze something was internalized and often cited as a takeaway from this exercise.
The initial class experience assessment was based on reflections so assessing the making
process was not relevant. During the guided discussion the VMFA staff did address some of the
process of making art. More discussion on this process will follow in subsequent events.
Second Event
The Mini Masterpiece has been a part of the course assignments for several years;
however, these past assignments were stand-alone events with minimal discussion. Student
feedback was anecdotal and the perceived value was primarily as a crafts-based distraction to
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typical college course work. This year I added a reflection write-up assignment and based on the
assessment, this event offers the most robust learning by effectively integrating all four ABI
processes. After analyzing the write-up assessment, it is clear that this event effectively connects
inner feelings with output. The write-up unlocked insight that was lost in our previous class
exhibitions. If it had not been for the popularity of the activity I would have eliminated it, now I
view it as the cornerstone of the ABI pedagogy.
Although the activity builds creative skills, the real value is in the interaction of the other
three processes. For this event I will focus on the Projective technique, Illustration of essence
and Making since the skills identified in the skills transfer process were similar to those
identified in the first event.
Projective Technique
The personal expressive nature of the assignment effectively connects inner feelings with
course concepts. A summary from the comments suggest that working on something that reflects
a person’s identify activates intrinsic motivation and causes one to think about core values and
things that really matter to them. Please see Appendix A for a selection of sample student
comments. Even without instructor restrictions there were notable comments on the amount of
effort, thought, and time spent on the project. In my experience, undergraduate students enjoy
the path of least resistance and typically an assignment without specific restrictions results in less
not more effort. In this case, however, it was not uncommon for students to cite spending
multiple hours of work to ensure this artifact appropriately represented their identity. Others
commented on purchasing more than one face plate so they could prototype and use the iterative
process to produce an appropriate artifact.
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The personal nature of this assignment was reinforced in comments expressing the
feelings about the risk of being vulnerable by sharing publicly something that meant a great deal
to them. Please see Appendix B for an example assignment.
More than simply recognizing this emotion, they were able to act in response by reaching
out for support from friends and family. Please see Appendix C for an example. There was
visible support from their peers when this was mentioned during our class exhibition. Students
expressed empathy through a connection to the artists identified in the first event because they
could now relate in a deeper and more meaningful way through a shared vulnerability.
What was most impressive to me was the universal level of sharing and engagement
across all students irrespective of how involved they had been prior to this assignment. I have
never seen this level of connection in any previous assignment. In the write-up students were
sharing experiences about their connection with family traditions, interests in music, sports and
other personal reflections.
Grading this assignment felt more like reviewing personal journal entries that critiquing
an assignment. On the whole these reflections revealed diverse meaningful experiences from the
past. Students were able to process these and identify useful personal applications. A few
renewed connections with family members and were committed to moving forward in ways that
would enhance personal connections. Others gained new confidence in their creative capabilities
and committed to regularly decorating their homes or creatively expressing themselves in other
ways.
Illustration of essence
Beyond deeper personal experiences, students made the connection between the
application of theories and processes to this assignment. When struggling with a concept for this
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assignment some would refer to earlier divergent thinking processes by name and then describe
their specific technique for identifying ideas and then selecting an idea for implementation.
Others used the design thinking process beginning with reframing the problem to move past
initial mental blocks and then on to prototyping. A few created and embraced constraints. For
example, deciding to use only materials available in their home or apartment.
It was clear that the playful nature of the assignment contributed to unlocking the
relevance of the concepts so they could apply the principles in practice. As an instructor it was
inspiring and gratifying to recognize the aha moments when the connection between theory and
practice was evident. I was particularly pleased to see how initial fixed mindset limitations were
recognized and transformed to growth mindset inspiration.
The nature of the assignment inspired a new confidence in many who prior to this had
little or no confidence in their creative ability. Those who had prior experience often found a
renewed energy and confidence. Others felt they had no creative ability expressed a recognition
that they could be creative.
Making
This activity is ideally suited to the full benefit of the ABI processes. Many described in
meticulous detail the making experience. There might be the trial and error of materials that
would not cooperate. For example, paints that don’t dry, markers that smear or other craft
supplies that either won’t stick or do not accurately represent what the artist intends. Favorite
colors, themes like music, poetry, or perhaps a family pet are all mentioned as significant
considerations. Students even demonstrated creativity in selecting the light switch plates. For
example, one student used a 3-D printer to create a switch plate and another made a replica with
materials on hand. Please see Appendix D for an example.
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The iterative process taught lessons in dealing with mistakes and unexpected surprises.
The wide variety of artifacts is always captivating for me. Please see Appendix E. Some
artifacts are detailed and elaborate, some true works of art and others are simple but deeply
meaningful personally. It is extremely satisfying to observe the presentations of these artifacts in
our class exhibition. I believe it also creates a deeper connection between the students. Tangible
artifact making teaches valuable lessons in taking risks, embracing uncertainty and ambiguity. It
can be instructive in establishing more meaningful connections with each other. Seeing the ideas
of others had a visible emotional impact which was evident in the interaction during the class
exhibition. There were also a number of comments in the Discussion Board offering insights and
observations about the specific classroom gallery experience.
Figure 10.

Figure 11.

Class Exhibition

Class Exhibition with comments

Student participation

Sample of comments

Figure 12.

Figure 13.

Artifact example

Elaborate artifact example
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Interesting example

Elaborate example

Figure 14.

Figure 15.

Custom artifact sample

Homemade artifact example

3-D printing example

Custom made example

Figure 16.

Figure 17.

Personal artifact sample

Homemade artifact example
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Personal reflection example Surprise artist example
Third Event
The VMFA experience was a different assignment by design. The assessment for this
assignment does not neatly fit within the four ABI processes. This event is important to because
it helps students learn how ABI processes can contribute to business challenges. Reviewing the
assignments revealed a display of empathy and imagination in their selected persona. Overall, I
was pleased with the variety of their choices. As I anticipated, many were appropriate to their
age group, however, quite a few selected a unique persona perspective. A few examples are
those with handicaps, retirees, individuals of color, and first-time attenders.
The observations and suggestions were appropriate to the specific persona. Those who
selected the handicapped persona identified a number of realistic challenges someone in a
wheelchair might experience and offered reasonable alternatives. Across all selected personae
there were suggestions for utilizing technology to create a better experience.
The situation/perspective training was one skill evident across all assignments. Based on
the comments, students used this skill when visiting the museum as a technique to observe and
think differently. Many assignment submissions embellished the persona by creating context in
the form of a story making the experience come to life in an appropriate fashion.
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Fourth Event
The COVID-19 pandemic forced the cancellation of the final event. I was very
disappointed because I felt the combination of the LEGO® Serious Play® activity and the
VMFA Zoom experience would be the cornerstone of this pedagogy. Prior to cancellation we
explored ideas for delivering this experience virtually. I will attempt this event in the fall
semester.

52
Section Six: Conclusions
The ABI Initiative pedagogy was created to offer a different teaching model designed to
teach a new set of skills for functioning in a volatile, complex, uncertain and ambiguous
environment. Students in the school of business are required to take a creativity course designed
to equip them to meet the needs of businesses that are seeking employees who can help them
survive in a constantly changing environment, one that is ambiguous and where disruption is the
new normal.
Although quick to associate thinking outside the box as one of the definitions of
creativity, students need to learn the creative skills necessary to reflect this kind of thinking
process. According to anecdotal and enrollment numbers, traditional business curriculums and
business models are increasingly unable to adequately teach new innovation skills. The
hypothesis of the ABI pedagogy was simple, use VCU’s artist in residence partnership with the
VMFA. a local museum, to teach creative skills that are transferable to the business environment.
Based on an assessment of three of the four events in this model, the concept is quite successful.
Had it not been for the global COVID-19 pandemic, all four events would support the ongoing
development of this pedagogy.
The sequence of the planned events in this pedagogy are intended to reinforce creativity
theories and principles taught in the course prior to the scheduled events. The ABI process
effectively pushed students outside their comfort zones in a safe environment. The multifaceted
art-based learning experience taught skills, connected the head with the heart, provided a unique
perspective and offered the opportunity to practice constructionism by making artifacts.
The consistency of the four events reinforced concepts and proved an effective model for
disrupting traditional learning styles that are focused on teaching concepts that are evaluated
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with assessments measuring rote recall engaging short-term memory skills. In this pedagogy,
assessment was based on reflective write-ups and discussion participation in addition to making
artifacts. The ambiguous nature of the assignments in these events forced students to selfmanage anxiety and to overcome other inner fears that can be associated with making and
presenting artifacts of a personal nature. These same assignments demonstrated that constructing
artifacts could draw out inner meaning. Research shows that learning is reinforced when it is
experienced and this project reinforced this theory.
The distance learning partnership with the VMFA played a key role in the success of this
experiment. From the selection of appropriate artwork to skilled facilitation in the classroom, the
partnership was instrumental in teaching the relevant skills and creating an environment where
students could experience creativity in unique and meaningful ways. For some this was an
initiation into the world of art; for others it was a renewed relationship, for the rest a shift in
perspective. In every instance the breadth of participation was unprecedented.
The ABI pedagogy will continue to be a part of the course curriculum. I will utilize the
fourth event utilizing the Lego® Serious Play® activity. The timing of the sequence and
placement within the semester schedule seem to be ideal in reinforcing the skills and concepts
learned. The ABI events are introduced after students have had an opportunity to learn basic
creativity skills and practices. Based on an analysis of the events I will try some new ideas in the
fall. References to previous events suggests the events were close enough to be remembered
without being too close together. At the present time the activity is individual, I would like to try
a group assignment to evaluate the efficacy of the processes in a group setting. Based on the
outcomes I analyzed, the ABI processes effectively teach business students the creativity skills
that will enable them to thrive in a volatile, uncertain and ambiguous environment.
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Appendix A
Mini Masterpiece Sample Student Assignment Responses

Design constraints, MVP iteration,

56
Perspective

57

Inner emotions

58

Creative confidence

I learned a lot from this assignment. In the beginning, I had no idea how I will
decorate the light switch plate in a creative way. But I actually got half of the Idea from
my daughter. Because I was thinking do some thing for her bedroom. So since she
loves birds I made her nice clouds and trees and birds. I really enjoyed doing this
project because it made me think a lot and it was so much fun to do it especially with my
daughter we really enjoyed it. However, I learned how to design my thinking to create
some thing really nice by using some thing every one have it and if you do not have it
you can find it at a cheap price. And that will make a really beautiful touch in the room
so we can use our design thinking to create some thing simple and beautiful also
without paying amount of money. Because I actually always pay for things that I can do
by myself but I always feel like I can not do it because I did not use my thinking. But
now after I traded this activity I will try to do the decoration in my daughter's room by
myself.
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Freedom to explore - creativity

Inspiration

60

Utility

61
Unique Identity

I took this creative opportunity to display my five most essential characteristics. This
project did not have much guidance to it, the instructions were simply to reflect our creativity
onto a light switch. In beginning this project I couldn’t come up with any creative ideas to display
onto a small light switch plate. My initial thought was how in the world can I show something
unique about myself in a confined space? Then I realized I can easily display my five core
values in life in a symbolic way. I drew 5 key characteristics about myself in chinese symbols.
My characteristics displayed are self discipline, consistency, perseverance, optimism and
strength. These are five of the most important driving forces in explaining who Bruce Collins is.
Over the past three years I have been battle tested in ways that are unimaginable. Developing a
system of values and asserting them into my daily lifestyle has been pertinent in overcoming all
of the adversity that I have faced over the years. The values are displayed in mosaic like
chinese symbols because of how complex my journey has been. A person viewing my light
switch from the naked eye would not know exactly what it represents. We as Americans are not
accustomed to chinese symbols, were unfamiliar, and ignorant to what they represent, well this
is also similar with who I am. When people view Bruce Collins they are unfamiliar, and very
ignorant to the way I live my life. They see Bruce Collins as a stereotypical college student, who
collected a couple bumps and bruises along the way, yet there is much more than that. The
point of my mini masterpiece is to show my viewers that you do not truly know someone until
you actually sit down and have a genuine interaction with them. What meets the naked eye is
not always what it seems.
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Self-reflection – divergent skills, defer judgment

The instructions for this project were quite simple, “create a masterpiece with a light switch plate.”
But for some reason, the simplicity of the assignment made it that much more difficult for me. I am
generally good at following directions and completing a task according to a set rule and plan. However,
we were given a free rein on what we wanted to create,and it required us to practice a concept we have
been talking about since the beginning of the semester: creativity. The fact that coming up with an idea
for the project gave me anxiety despite the fact that there were pretty much no rules, expectations or
repercussions made me realize something; I am conditioned to look at every problem and analyzing the
“right” and “wrong” way of doing it. While that can be a good thing in certain situations, it can also block
my creativity and ability to think outside the box. So,I had to make a conscious effort to not worry about
how good/bad it looked and keep an open mind about the end results.Another thing I realized after
completing the project is how I did not practicedivergent thinking at all. From the beginning, my short
mental list of possible ideas were all quite similar to each other and none of them were “crazy” or
“peculiar”. I think that goes to show we tend to put limitations on our ideas based on our prior experiences
even when these restrictions are just in our heads.
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Connected to VMFA, Curiosity, ambiguity, generosity
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Emotional, connection Clarifier

65
Out of comfort zone

66

Creative problem solving,

Transformed mindset – reframe challenge

67

CPS process – neuroplasticity

68

Mindset – style awareness

69

Utility

70

Connect to passion - music

71

Collaboration - joy

72

Illustration of essence example

73

Connection to elements and life experience

74

Fun, relaxation, memories

Thinking skills, process

75

Described interests and the process
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Connection to class discussion

77

Deferring judgment

Fun

78

Reframe the challenge

79

Inner motivators
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Appendix B
Sample student assignment disclosing personal risk
Mini Masterpiece Write Up
I generally like artistic projects like this, so I was excited when I began working
on this. After I bought the light switch, I pulled out my art supplies and began looking for
inspiration. This process took me a bit of time as I was quite lost on what to paint at first. I
decided on painting a koi fishpond as they are one of my favorite animals and I have experience
in painting nature landscapes and animals. The painting process took approximately five hours,
which seems like a long time, but since I was using a detail brush for majority of the painting, I
expected to spend much more time. While painting I was very worried about what other would
think or how they view my artwork as I was spending quite a bit of time on it and wanted to feel
proudout the outcome. As I neared the finishing touches, I was so tired, however, that I did not
care. It was about 4:30am by the time I was done, and my eyes hurt from doing detail work so I
threw a couple of white highlights around the lily pads and fishes before passing out. My friends
were very sweet and stayed up with me and gave me feedback while I was painting which was
very helpful. If they had not been there for feedback on detailing, colors, and general
encouragement I do not think I would have done so well or finished in one night. I loved the
finished product, but the process was so tiring that I wish I had spaced the painting process out
more. Acrylic paints, however, dry very quickly and do not blend well after drying, so it was a
race against time. My oil paints are fairly expensive and require ventilation when using the
chemicals, so I chose not to use those. Overall, I enjoyed creating this mini masterpiece. I do not
get to paint often or use my art abilities in my business courses, so it was nice to use those
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abilities again. If I were to do this again, I think I would try not to care as much of what others
might think and rather on doing my best to make my best creation.
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Appendix C
Sample student assignment comment discussing collaboration

MGMT303
Mini Masterpiece
While making my mini masterpiece, I had a hard time thinking of how I wanted to
decorate the light switch plate. I met up with my friend in the same class to decorate our mini
masterpiece with paint and markers. All I knew was that I wanted mine to be my favorite color,
light pink.
I went straight into painting the whole light switch plate light pink, but after this I didn’t
know what to do. I thought of painting or drawing one of my favorite albums, but I didn’t want it
to turn out looking bad because I’m not the best artist. I thought of what a light switch plate
means and where I would put it, which helped me come up with the rest of the design.
One of my interests is interior design. I always decorate my room and a lot of my
furniture or decorations are pink. My room is a reflection of me: lots of books, lots of pink, and
lots of clothes. I wanted to make the light switch plate a reflection of me, to the extent of my
drawing abilities. The first thing I could think of drawing was a house. My last name is
pronounced my house, and I have a tattoo of a house to represent my last name. It also represents
how a light switch plate goes in a house. Then I thought of other interests I have, and I came up
with books. It worked perfectly because I love reading and I have many books in my room. Next,
I drew a big jellyfish. Jellyfish are my favorite animal and I made it big on the plate to fill up
space. I then drew a sun, coffee cup, and squiggly lines and my masterpiece was complete.
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At first, I thought this assignment was silly, but actually painting and drawing was very
relaxing, gave me time to reflect on my interests and spend quality time with a friend. I haven’t
done art in a while and it was nice to take a break from the screen. I definitely need to take more
time to do more art or take a break from the screen and do something nice for myself.
I’m constantly busy and I was not looking forward to what I thought was a silly
assignment. But I did it and I loved the freedom aspect to it. No rules except using a light switch
plate and put your name and class section on it. It was also great collaborating with my friend
and coming up with ideas for each other. We were both struggling to come up with ideas and we
both starting naming things each other likes and it helped a lot. It makes me think of what we
learned in class, that collaborating with a group of people is better than thinking alone.
Lastly, I thought of the design thinking model and how we should defer judgement while
brainstorming. I was judging my artistic capabilities which prevented me from drawing an album
cover, but in the end, I liked the way it turned out because it would fit perfectly in my room. It’s
not perfect but no prototype is perfect.
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Appendix D
Sample student assignment comment discussing process
This weekend I spent about two hours completing my Mini – Masterpiece. In an
attempt to use the skills we have learned thus far in class I decided to use the design thinking
process in order to create my masterpiece. This being a personal preference project with little
direction it was clear the audience I would be catering to was myself. Moving on to the next step
I began to define my objective. I went to Walmart and purchased a light switch plate and
contemplated how best to personalize such a template. I stood in the crafts isle and began the
third step of the process; ideate. Looking at all of the potential customization made it much
easier to imagine how my finished product may look. This step proved to take longer than
expected as my mind raced from producing a face with googly eyes to simply decorating the
plate with stickers. In the end after careful consideration I decided to move forward with
producing a painting. My logic for this step was based on embracing a different approach as I
have not painted since I was a child. When I returned home, I began the prototype phase. I
sketched out five possible ideas on paper before I picked up the paint brush. It took some time
and adjustments to reach a decision but eventually I decided on an abstract painting in which I
would have less pressure to be accurate. The final phase of this process was by far the most fun!
I spent about 20 minutes painting with every available color in order to create a rainbow collage.
The end result is a piece of art that I feel captures my creativity well. This exercise has been a
great reinforcement of the lessons we have spent some time talking about in class. A picture of
my painting is below:
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Appendix E
Sample student comment discussing process and materials

The mini masterpiece project was a great way for us to be able to create something with
very little boundaries or instruction. I designed my light switch plate to basically be exactly
what it is, except it’s a switch to direct energy to creativity not to direct energy to a lightbulb. I
incorporated a firm division between activity and rest with a bright noticeable line – both very
important components of the design thinking process and creation of ideas and there must be a
balance between both times in order to create and ideate to your full potential. The top of my
switch is busy and intricate with chaos, colors, and varying media forms in order to convey a
plethora of energy. When the energy is switched on for creativity to be active there is chaos and
uncertainty, generally speaking, aspects that don’t seem to have any concrete form or structure.
The use of different craft materials, colors, and glues emulates the way I see a racing creative
mind. On the polar opposite side, when the switch would be in the off position, I used a simple
dark blue to show nightfall or rest. Resting your mind and nurturing your mental health is very
important to remain creative, our minds are tools that need recharging to generate ideas. I added
some small flairs in to take on the form of stars in the night, showing small energy snips where
the energy of creativity is being charged and still active even while off. This assignment taught
me to think outside of the box and physically create a product for something that is not
necessarily physically tangible in daily life.
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